
 

 

First prescriptions and medication switches of biological 
products: an analysis of prescription pathways and 

determinants in the Swiss healthcare setting 

Kevin Wirth, University of Lucerne/Helsana 

Speaker Kevin Wirth holds a BSc in Health Sciences and Technology issued by ETH 
Zurich, and a MA in Health Sciences with major in Health Economics and 
Health Policy issued by University of Lucerne. He started his PhD at the 
Department of Health Sciences and Medicine of the University of Lucerne 
with employment at Helsana Insurances in September 2020. Currently, he 
works at Helsana in a project which identifies differences in regulation 
between the Swiss and German healthcare market and in the behavior of 
healthcare providers and insureds. 

Date and time Monday, April 17, 2023, 14:15 – 15:15  

Location Lecture hall 2, University of Lucerne, Frohburgstrasse 3, 6002 Lucerne  

Objectives Biological products have contributed to extraordinary advances in various 
disease treatments over the last decade. However, the cost saving 
potential of the less expensive imitator products, the biosimilars, is not 
being investigated in Switzerland. Therefore, the objective of this study is 
to examine the market share of biosimilars and to assess determinants of 
biosimilars at treatment initiation. 

Design We used descriptive statistics to evaluate the prescriptions for 
biosimilars in this longitudinal study, and logistic regression to quantify 
the associations between individual, pharmaceutical and provider-related 
variables, and biosimilar prescriptions. 

Setting The analysis is based on de-identified claims data of patients with 
mandatory health insurance at Helsana, a leading health insurance 
company in Switzerland.  

Participants Overall, 17’654 patients receiving at least one biological product with an 
available biosimilar between 2016 and 2021 were identified. 

Primary and 
secondary 
outcome 
measures 

We differentiated between first prescriptions (claims that were not 
preceded by other prescriptions in the same medication category per 
patient within the previous 24 months) and rest prescriptions. In our 
regression models, we focused on the former. 

Results Although the overall market share of biosimilars has remained low, we 
observed that the absolute prescriptions of biosimilars have been rising. 
Furthermore, only a few medication switches could be detected. 
Increasing the relative price difference between reference product and 
biosimilar were associated with decreased biosimilar prescriptions, 
whereas male sex, an increase in imitator drugs and packaging sizes, and 
prescriptions from specialists or from physicians in outpatient settings 
were associated with increased use of biosimilars. 

Conclusion The low number of biosimilar prescriptions despite the proliferating 
biosimilar market indicates a high improvement potential for biosimilar 
diffusion. To achieve this, several approaches would be: Patients and 
physicians should be sensitized to biosimilars, and disincentives that 
contribute to lower biosimilar prescriptions have to be removed. 
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